Columnist Cragg Hines of The Houston Chronicle asked, "Can it really be any worse than how most do it now?" and concluded that Schwarzenegger's proposal "certainly seems worth a look-see."
The Christian Science Monitor (2005) opined that, "A panel of judges or a balanced commission seems preferable to lawmakers using sophisticated computer programs to defend their own turf year after year." Newsday (2005) endorsed a similar plan for drawing county legislative districts on Long Island, arguing that, "Gerrymandering brings perpetual incumbency and bad government."
And The Washington Post (2005) , in an editorial titled "A Model of Reform," summed up its reaction this way: "Go, Arnold!" It is understandable that political commentators across the United States have been favorably impressed by Governor Schwarzenegger's proposed reform. Lack of competition in elections is a national problem. In the 2004 U.S. House elections, only 5 challengers in the entire nation succeeded in defeating an incumbent. Of the 435 seats in the House, only 22 were decided by a margin of less than 10 percentage points.
But while making elections more competitive is a worthy goal, our research on House elections that have taken place since the 1970s shows that redistricting has not made these elections less competitive and that turning control of redistricting over to nonpartisan commissions would not necessarily increase competition.
We classified House districts as safe or competitive based on the major party vote in the most recent presidential election because the presidential vote closely reflects voters' party loyalties and it is not influenced by whether an incumbent is running in a district or how much money the local candidates spend. Districts that voted at least 10 percentage points more Democratic than the nation were classified as safe Democratic; districts that voted at least 10 percentage points more Republican than the nation were classified as safe Republican; districts that were within 5 percentage points of the nation were classified as competitive. In the 2000
House elections, for example, a district that voted 60 percent or more for George Bush was classified as safe Republican, a district that voted 60 percent or more for Al Gore was classified as safe Democratic, and a district that voted between 45 percent and 55 percent for Gore vs. Bush was classified as competitive.
Our normalized presidential vote measure was strongly related to the outcomes of House There is little evidence that redistricting generally makes elections less competitive. In fact, two of the leading scholars in this field, Andrew Gelman of Columbia University and Gary King of Harvard University, have argued that redistricting, even when done for partisan purposes, has beneficial consequences for democracy (Gelman and King 1994) . That is because party leaders drawing district lines face a fundamental tension between incumbent protection and maximizing their party's electoral potential. More often than not, the only way to shift marginal districts toward the majority party is to cut the safety margins of incumbents by moving reliable There is also strong evidence that growing ideological polarization at the elite level has made it easier for voters to choose a party identification on the basis of their ideological preferences (Abramowitz and Saunders 1998; Jacobson 2000) . Therefore what many observers describe as "polarization," might more accurately be described as "sorting," as voters bring their policy and partisan preferences into alignment (Levendusky 2004) . As a result of this sorting, southern and border states that once regularly elected conservative Democrats have been trending Republican (Black and Black 2004) while urban and suburban areas in the North that once regularly elected moderate and liberal Republicans have been trending Democratic (Paulson 2004 ). The result is that red states, counties, and districts are getting redder while blue states, counties, and districts are getting bluer. The other major trend contributing to the low level of competition in recent congressional elections is the growing financial advantage enjoyed by incumbents. It now costs well over a million dollars to wage a competitive campaign for a U.S. House seat. Most incumbents can raise that kind of money easily but very few challengers can, even when they're running against an incumbent who appears to be vulnerable.
We measured the potential vulnerability of House incumbents based on the presidential vote in their districts-the most vulnerable incumbents were those in districts that were more supportive of the opposing party's presidential candidate than the nation-for example, Democratic incumbents in districts that voted for Bush in 2000 or Republican incumbents in districts that voted for Gore in 2000.
In the three elections between 1998 and 2002, there were 193 House contests involving such potentially vulnerable incumbents. However, only a small minority of the challengers in these contests were able to mount competitive campaigns: only 33 challengers spent more than a million dollars while 132 spent less than $500,000. Of the 33 challengers who spent more than a million dollars, 25 received at least 45 percent of the vote and nine were elected. Of the 132 challengers who spent less than $500,000, only 9 received at least 45 percent of the vote and not one was elected.
Discussion and Conclusions
The evidence presented in this article indicates that declining competition in U.S. 
